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The Eucharistic Teaching of S. Augustine. 



By the Rev. N. HOPPIN, D. D. 



[Materials for the following essay were collected by the author at the 
request of one of his friends, a Mission Priest with a laborious charge. The 
essay, in its present form, was read, by appointment, at a late meeting of 
the Eastern Convocation of Massachusetts, as an exegetical exercise on the 
text assigned.] 

“ He that eateth my flesh and drinketh my blood, dwelleth in me, and I in him.” 
— S. John vi : 56. 

The Greek, £v ipol fiivei, here rendered “ dwelleth in me,” includes not 
only the idea of inhabitation, but of persistent indwelling, continuous in- 
habitation ; and therefore “ abideth in me” perhaps better expresses the 
meafling of it. 

Though our abiding in Christ and His abiding in us are correlative to 
each other and imply a certain similarity of action or being, yet not neces- 
sarily an identity. The distance between the finite and the Infinite gener- 
ally makes that in which we correspond to Him, or the return from us to 
Him, in some respects an antithesis to that which we receive from Him ; 
and in all such cases the difference between the subject and object must be 
taken into account. 

This text is the more worthy of special notice, as being the one on 
which S. Augustine was commenting in the passage quoted in the 29th 
Article of Religion : 

The wicked and such as be void of lively faith, although they do carnally and 
visibly press with their teeth (as Saint Augustine saith) the Sacrament of the Body 
and Blood of Christ, yet in no wise are they partakers of Christ ; but rather, to their 
condemnation do eat and drink the sign or sacrament of so great a thing. 

The compilers of the Articles apparently supposed that they were giving 
the exact language of S. Augustine. But it has been pointed out, by the 
Benedictine editors of his works and their successors, that the words “ al- 
though they do carnally and visibly press with their teeth the sacrament of 
the body and blood of Christ,” in all probability are not his, being wanting 
in all the manuscripts collated by them. They occur by way of para- 
phrase in the expository writings of Bede and Alcuin, which are largely 
made up in the same manner out of S. Augustine. The clause indeed is 
not altogether foreign to his meaning, and “ to press with the tooth ” is a 



Digitized by LjOOQie 




4 



The Eucharistic Teaching of S. Augustine , . 

phrase which he uses when speaking of the Holy Sacrament in a previous 
section of the same tractate or commentary. “ This is the bread that com- 
eth down from heaven, that a man may eat thereof and not die ; ” which 
declaration, he says " relates to the virtue or efficacy of the sacrament, not 
to the visible sacrament only; to him who feeds inwardly, not outwardly; 
who feeds in heart, not who presses with tooth.” 1 The remainder of the 29th 
Article, though not all of it couched in the exact words of S. Augustine, 
sufficiently expresses his meaning, with the exception of one or two partic- 
ulars of some importance, which we shall notice, besides the verbal varia- 
tions. As we are thus referred to the authority of this great Doctor of the 
Church, it may be well to examine more closely the teaching of S. Augus- 
tine upon the interesting and important subject presented by the text in 
question. It may be a help and a guide in the exegesis of it. 

We notice then, that, instead of “ the wicked and such as be void of 
lively faith,” his description of the unworthy participant is taken from the 
language of this very text. He is one who does not “ abide in Christ.” 
The great Doctor in fact draws his argument from the logical converse of 
the Saviour’s words. “ He that does not abide in Christ,” he says, “ and 
in whom Christ does not abide, neither eats his flesh nor drinks his blood ; 
but rather eats and drinks to his condemnation the sacrament of so great a 
thing ;” not “ the sign or sacrament,” but simply “ the sacrament,” i. e . 
the mystery of so great a thing. For such is Augustine’s constant use of 
the word sacramentum? And here it is to be observed that though he all 
along presupposes and includes in the idea of abiding in Christ, the in- 
ward exercises of repentance, faith, love, and an external purity and blame- 
lessness of life, and insists upon it with all the power of his genius and fer- 
vor of his nature, yet he also distinctly includes an abiding in the commun- 
ion of the Catholic Church. In fact, it will be found that this last idea 
tinctures and determines his practical explanations of the Holy Sacrament 
in a manner somewhat unexpected. The key note from which he starts, 
and on which he perpetually harps, is that saying of S. Paul, “ For we, be- 
ing many, are one bread and one body.” 

Thus, a little before the passage quoted in the 29th Article, on citing 
these words of the Apostle, he exclaims, “ O sacrament of piety, O sign of 
of unity, O bond of charity ! He who would fain live, has where he may 
live, has whence he may live. Let him draw near, believe, be incorporated, 
and made to live.” 8 Again, going on, he says, “ Christ would therefore 
have us understand this food and drink to be the society of his body and 
members, which is the Holy Church in the predestinated, and called, and 
justified and glorified saints (in heaven and in his faithful ones (on earth).” 4 
So again, in- the paragraph immediately before the passage given in the 
Article, he says, “ For that cause indeed, as holy men before us have un- 



1 Sed quod pertinet ad virtutem sacramenti ; non quod pertinet ad visibile sacra- 
mentum ; qui manducat intus, non foris, qui manducat corde, non qui premit 
dente (Tractatus xxvi : 12, in Ev. Joannis). 

2 Ac per hoc qui non manet in Christo, et in quo non manet Christus, procul 
dubio nec manducat carnem ejus, nec bibit ejus sanguinem ; sed magis tantae rei 
sacramentum ad judicium sibi manducat et bibit (Tract, xxvi : 18). 

8 O sacramentum pietatis, O signum unitatis, O vinculum caritatis ! Qui vult 
vivere, habet ubi vivat, habet unde vivat; accedat, credat, incorporetur et vivificetur 
(Tract, xxvi: 13). 

4 Hunc itaque cibum et potum societatem vult intelligi corporis et membrorum 
suorum, quod est sancta Ecclesia in praedestinatis, et vocatis, et justificatis et glo- 
rificatis sanctis, et fidelibus ejus (Id. 15). 
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derstood this thing, our Lord Jesus Christ instituted his body and blood in 
those substances, which out of many particles are compounded into one. 
For one of them out of many separate grains composes one loaf ; the other 
out of many grapes flows together into one cup.” * Such a reference of the 
composition of the holy sacrament to the communion of the Church Cath- 
olic is elsewhere still more fully drawn out by him, and we shall see, as we 
go on, how large a place this practical view had in S. Augustine’s official 
instructions and explanations touching that sacred mystery. 

The great trial of the African Church in his time, far exceeding in its 
persistent disastrous consequences the outbreak even of the Pelagian her- 
esy, was the schism of the Donatists, the chief practical evil of that age and 
section, a source of perpetual annoyances and disturbances to the Church; 
a senseless and unmitigated schism of the body, begun in personal and sec- 
tional jealousies and rivalries, and kept up by a party of violent and im- 
practicable men, claiming to be themselves the only true Church of Christ, 
renouncing the communion of the Catholics and re* baptizing converts from 
their number, trampling upon their most sacred things, assaulting their pro- 
cessions in the streets, and sometimes even desecrating and burning their 
churches. 

In such a state of things going on under his own eyes, it is not strange 
that the teaching of the great African Doctor should be shaped accordingly, 
and aimed at a correction of evils and abuses, under which they had suf- 
fered so deeply, so long. Such a purpose is apparent throughout this exten- 
ded commentary on the Gospel of S. John ; which, though divided into a 
hundred and twenty four separate parts, called tractates or treatises in the 
Benedictine edition of his works, consists in reality of that number of pop- 
ular discourses delivered in a regular course of instructions to his spiritual 
charge, and therefore with great propriety called sermons or homilies in 
some of the manuscripts. When the Easter-tide came round, (it is thought 
to have been in the year A. D. 416,) he interrupted the delivery of them, 
to take up in the same way a running practical commentary on the Epistle 
of the same Evangelist, in a series of homilies, which are almost one 
continued argument and exhortation to unity, with a view to composing 
the differences and distractions occasioned by the Donatists. “ If we are 
in unity,” he asks with bitter irony, “ what nave two altars to do in this 
city? 8 Indeed, Augustine himself, in the forty-seventh tractate of the Gos- 
pel series gives this account of the purpose which he had constantly in view. 
“ Of the one fold and one Shepherd,” he says, “you are wont to hear from 
us continually ; for we have greatly commended that one fold, preaching 
unity, that all the sheep should enter in by Christ, and not one should fol- 
low Donatus.” 7 

It is not strange, therefore we say, to find the wise Bishop and eminently 
practical preacher putting forward repeatedly a statement of the doctrine 
of the Holy Eucharist adapted to the pressing exigency of the times. In 
other words, he found a particular view of that sacrament, a right and a 
true one, though by no means a complete view ; namely, that it was de- 



* Propterea quippe, sicut etiam ante nos hoc intellexerunt homines Dei, Dominus 
noster Jesus Christus corpus et sanguinem suum in eis rebus commendavit, quae 
ad unum aliquid rediguntur ex multis Namque aliud in unum ex multis granis 
con fit, aliud in unum ex multis acinis confluit (Id. 17). 

8 Si in unitate sumus quid faciunt in hac civitate duo altaria (Tract. III. in Ep* 
S, Joannis). 

7 De uno autem ovili et uno Pastore jam quidem assidue soletis audire ; multum 
enim commendavimus unum ovile, praedicantes unitatem, ut per Christum omnes 
oves ingrederentur et Donatum nulla sequeretur (Tract, xlvii : 4).^ 
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signed as a bond of unity in the one body of Christ, and therefore presses 
its much needed lessons again and again, intermingled indeed with a great 
variety and richness of practical instruction upon other topics of the spirit- 
ual life. That such was S. Augustine’s object in this course of sermons is 
further confirmed by his making use of the same view of the Blessed Eucha- 
rist and urging the same conclusions from it in other parts of his works, es- 
pecially in discussions and exhortations of the same practical character. It 
is alluded to in near a dozen places in his writings, sometimes briefly 
touched, and then again more fully drawn out and dwelt upon. To give 
one or two instances of the latter way; “ Because Christ suffered for us, he 
commended to us in that sacrament his body and blood ; which also he 
made us to be. For even we are made his body, and through his goodness 
are what we receive. Remember, ye once were not, and were created. 
Ye were brought as wheat into the floor of the Lord. By the labor of oxen, 
that is, of preachers of the gospel, ye were trodden out from the chaff. 
Whilst ye were kept waiting as catechumens ye were stored in the garner. 
Ye gave in your names, and begun to be ground, in the mill of discipline, 
with fastings and exorcismal prayers. Then ye came to the water of bap- 
tism, and were wet together and made into one mass; then, with the added 
heat of the Holy Spirit, ye were baked, and became the Lord’s bread. Be- 
hold what ye lately received in the Holy Eucharist. As therefore ye see 
that to be one which was made or consecrated, so be ye one by mutual 
love, by holding the one faith, one hope, one undivided charity. Heretics, 
when they receive this sacrament, receive a witness against themselves ; for 
they seek division, while that bread points to unity. So the wine also was 
at first in many clusters, but now is one substance. There is but one juice 
in the sweetness of the cup after the squeezing of the wine-press. And ye 
after fastings and penitential exercises, after humility and contrition, now 
in the name of Christ have come, as it were, into the chalice of the Lord, 
and ye are there upon the table and ye are there in the cup.” 8 

Again, in a sermon ad infantes , that is, the newly baptized adults, 
considered- as babes in Christ, or those baptized in infancy, now come to 
adult age, S. Augustine even more emphatically presses the same Eucha- 
ristic doctrine. “ If you wish to understand what the body of Christ is, 
hear the Apostle, when he says to the faithful, ‘ ye are the body of Christ 
and members in particular.’ If, therefore, ye are the body of Christ and 
his members, your mystery is placed on the Lord’s table, ye receive your 
own mystery. To that which ye are, ye respond ‘Amen,’ and in respond- 
ing subscribe to it. Ye hear the priest saying, ‘the body of Christ,’ and ye 
answer ‘Amen.’ Be the body of Christ, that it may be a trueAmen. But 
wherefore in bread? We say nothing here out of our own mind; let us 



8 Quia passus est pro nobis, commendavit nobis in isto Sacramento corpus et 
sanguinem suum, quod etiam fecit et nos ipsos. Nam et nos corpus ipsius facti 
sumus, et per misericordiam ipsius quod accipimus nos sumus. Recordamini, ut 
vos non fuistis, et creati estis. Ad aream Dominicam comportati estis ; laborious 
bourn, id est annuntiantium Evangelium, triturati estis. Quando catechumeni dif— 
ferebamini, in horreo servabamini; nomina vestra dedistis, coepistis moli jejuniis 
et exorcismis. Postea ad aquam venistis, et conspersi estis. et unum facti estis ; 
accedente fervore Spiritus Sancti cocti estis, et panis dominicus facti estis. Ecce 
quod accepistis. Quomodo ergo unum videtis esse quod factum est, sic unum 
estote vos diligendo vos, tenendo unam fidem, unam spem, individuam charitatem. 
Haeretici quando hoc accipiunt, testimonium contra se accipiunt, quia illi quaerunt 
divisionem, cum panis iste indicet unitatem. Sic et vinum in multis racemis fuit, 
etmodo in unum est. Unum est in suavitate calicis post pressuram torcularis. Et 
vos post ilia jejunia, post humilitatem et contritionem, jam in nomine Christi 
tanquam ad calicem Domini venistis ; et ibi vos estis in mensa, et ibi vos estis 
in calice (Ser. ccxxix. Fragmentum). 
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hear the same Apostle, when speaking of that mystery, he says, ‘We, being 
many are one bread.’ Understand and rejoice; unity, truth, piety, charity. 
One bread ; what is that one bread ? Many are one body. Remember, 
that bread is not made from one grain, but many. When ye went through 
the process of being exorcised, ye were ground in the mill ; when ye were 
baptized, ye were wet together into one mass; when ye received the fire 
of the spirit, ye were, as it were, baked. Be what ye behold, and receive 
what ye are.” And so he goes on of the wine, concocted out of many 
grapes as before ; and then concludes, “Thus also the Lord Christ signified 
ourselves ; he would have us to pertain to him, and has consecrated the 
mystery of our peace and unity upon his table.” 9 One cannot but be 
struck with the symbolical character here so elaborately given to the com- 
position of the sacred elements, at the same time that there is an entire 
omission of the still more sacred symbolism of their fraction and division. 

In a sermon on the Lord’s Prayer, addressed to the competentes or pos- 
tulants for Holy Baptism, he says, “ the Eucharist is our daily bread, not 
for bodily nourishment, but the refection of the mind. For the true virtue, 
which is there understood, is unity, that we, being compacted into his 
body, and made his members, may be that which we receive ;” meaning 
that which we receive in the Holy Eucharist . 10 To the same effect is a 
passage in the City of God : “he who is in the unity of the body, that is, 
in the aggregation of Christian members, the sacrament of which body the 
faithful are wont to receive when they communicate at the altar, is truly- 
said to eat the body of Christ and to drink the blood of Christ .” 11 And 
yet he was in the whole passage directly opposing the error of those, who 
vainly imagined that an external union with the Church would of itself nec- 
essarily ensure salvation. But in fact, while combatting this dangerous 
mistake, Augustine as distinctly maintains, in all his writings, the necessity 
of a union with the Catholic body, in addition to the other qualifications. 
“ He who abandons the Church,” he asks, “ how is he in Christ, who is 
not with the members of Christ, who is not in the body of Christ ?” 12 

But it is needless to multiply citations further. The amount of it is that 
S. Augustine, in his familiar homiletic instructions and general explanations, 
affirms and defines the body of Christ imparted in the Blessed Sacrament 
to be his mystical body, having its many members united into one holy fel- 
lowship. A true view, as has been said, a scriptural view, one that has 
always been taught in the schools of Catholic Theology ; and well adapted 
to the particular purpose which he had in mind ; but certainly not the 
whole truth. No one could imagine that S. Augustine meant it as a com- 
plete or exhaustive view. And yet it might easily have, to a superficial 
observer, the appearance of being a deliberate dogmatic statement of the 
Holy Eucharist; especially as it is presented again and again in his official 
capacity as teacher and guide, and even at times when, according to mod- 
ern ideas, he might be expected to exhibit the whole doctrine of the Sacra- 



9 Ita et Dominus Christus nos significavit ; nos ad se pertinere voluit, mysterium 
pads et unitatis nostrae in sua mensa consecravit (Aug. Ser. cdxxii). 

10 Virtus enim ipsa quae ibi intelligitur unitas est, ut redacti in corpus ejus, effecti 
membra ejus, simus quod accipimus (Ser. lvii). 

11 Qui ergo est in corporis unitate, in Christianorum compage membrorum, cujus 
corporis sacramentum fideles communicantes de altari sumere consueverunt, ipse 
vere dicendus est manducare corpus Christi, et bibere sanguinem Christi (Civ. 
Dei. xxv : 2). 

ia Qui enim Ecclesiam relinquit, quomodo est in Christo, qui in membris Christi 
non est? Quomodo est in Christo, qui in corpore Christi non est? (In Ep. S. 
Joannis Tract i : 12.) 
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ment for the instruction of the faithful. There are other dogmatic utterances 
on the same subject in his writings, more or less detailed, and many casual 
intimations and allusions to it, with subtle and necessary distinctions be- 
tween the visible sacrament and its invisible substance, virtue or effect, res 
sacramenti, virtus sacramenti, effectus sacramenti , but scarcely anything so 
directly in the didactic form of doctrinal divinity, as the view in the citations 
now given. If this were all, we might find it difficult to reconcile his teach- 
ing either with the declarations of Holy Scripture or the ancient docu- 
ments and liturgies of the Catholic Church. Nothing here of the com- 
memorative sacrifice, nothing of the memorial of the Passion of our Lord, 
nothing of the showing forth and pleading his death as the great propitia- 
tion, nothing of the mysterious relation of the substance of bread and wine 
to the substance of his natural body and blood, the connecting link between 
his sacred nature and the humanity of the redeemed. 

The explanation is, in part, but only in part, that which has been already 
shadowed forth ; namely, that this higher view of the mystery of the Holy 
Eucharist was assumed as fully realized by all, and, not being questioned 
or contravened by any, scarcely needed to be insisted on; whereas, con- 
sidered as the sacrament of unity, it was sadly ignored and nullified by 
the dissensions of the times ; and therefore required to be vindicated and 
urged and re-urged anew. 

But there is a further and still more cogent reason for this imperfect ex- 
planation of sacred mysteries, which must not be overlooked in the esti- 
mate of S. Augustine’s teaching upon this subject, and which removes the 
whole difficulty of the case. There are abundant indications in his works, 
that the rule of the Primitive Church, which prohibited the public discus- 
ion of those mysteries, and which restricted their full communication to the 
initiated faithful only in private, was still, in his time, as could be shown from 
other sources if we had leisure, religiously adhered to in the African Church. 
It will be easily conceived how much more thoroughly such a rule could 
be carried out in an age when there was but little writing and no printing, 
and when instruction was almost entirely by word of mouth, and the more 
sacred liturgic formulas had been previously transmitted only in that way. 
Sometimes in his preaching, when Augustine finds that he is trenching too 
closely upon this subject, he suddenly checks himself with the remark, “we 
must not touch upon such a topic, on account of the catechumens; but the 
faithful understand.” 18 

In one of these discourses on the Gospel of S. John he says, “ If the sac- 
raments of the faithful are not disclosed to the catechumens, it is not be- 
cause they cannot bear them, but in order that they maybe the more ea- 
gerly desired by them, the more reverently they are concealed from them.” 14 
In another sermon he represents the catechumens as saying, “ How is the 
body of the Lord eaten and the blood of the Lord drunk ? We ponder 
what is meant by this. Who shuts the door against you ” he answers, 
“ that ye should not know ? Veiled it is; but if you will, it shall be un- 
veiled. Come forward to a profession of the faith and ye have solved the 
mystery, — that ye may know what it is, knock and it shall be opened unto 
you.” 16 

“Non oportet ut hoc memoremus propter catechumenos ; fideles autem agnos- 
cunt (Ser. cccvii) 

14 Quia si non eis fidelium sacramenta produntur, non eo fit quod ea ferre non 
possunt; sed ut eis tanto ardentius concupiscantur, quanto eis honorabilius occul- 
tantur (Tract, in Ev. S. Joannis xcvi : 3). 

“Quomodo manducatur caro Domini, et bibitur sanguis Domini? Putamus 
quid dicit. Quis contra te clausit ut hoc nescias? Velatum est ; sed si volueris 
erit revelatum. Accede ad professionem, et solvisti quaestionem, — ut scias quid 
dictum sit, pulsa, et aperietur tibi (Ser. cxxxii : 12). 
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It is well known, (and a great handle is sometimes made of it in contro- 
versy,) that S. Augustine in these homilies on the sixth chapter of S. John, 
interprets the eating of Christ’s flesh and the drinking of his blood to mean 
a general feeding upon him by faith, our being nourished and strengthened 
by his truth and promises, apart from the sacramental feeding. And what 
spiritual writer ever omits that conception, or does not indude it in our 
Saviour’s meaning ? It is not that S. Augustine loses sight of the special 
Eucharistic eating and drinking. We can read it all along through the 
veil which he wraps about it. He could not avoid dropping expressions 
here and there pointing to the higher mystery, and well adapted to kindle 
in his hearers a desire of knowing it more perfectly. An instance has been 
already given — O sacramentum pietatis etc; and indeed he says expressly, 
in this same commentary, “ God’s altar signifies that bread that is, it is 
the specially appointed expression of that general feeding upon Christ in 
every way and at any and all times. Hunc panem significat altare Dei. ( Tract 
xxvi : 12.) Still, it is the ordinary spiritual feeding, on which lie here dwells 
at large; and Augustine himself, as we have seen, gives a sufficient reason 
why he did not and could not, before a promiscuous audience, handle 
more explicitly the deeper mystery. Indeed the same principle of reserve 
and reverential care, can be easily conceived as influencing his treatment 
of the subject in portions of his works, which are not sermons or parochial 
addresses ; and it accounts for his not philosophizing upon the mysteries, 
as he does upon most other topics of revealed religion. It were well, per- 
haps, — if this primitive rule of reticence and reverence had been continued 
in later times. At any rate it shows how little ground there is to infer 
from such omissions, or from his giving only a partial view of the august 
sacrament for the instruction of neophytes and babes in Christ, or even for 
strengthening the maturer faithful against the evils of schism, how little 
ground to infer that he did not hold the Catholic doctrine upon this sub- 
ject. There is abundant proof from his voluminous writings that he held 
it fully, and this we proceed to show. 

S. Augustine was profoundly impressed with the inscrutable nature of the 
Christian mysteries. “ True philosophy,” he says “ constrains its genuine 
votaries not to contemn or slight them, and yet to seek to know them, 
only so far as they are capable of being known.” 16 And he considers it 
an authentic mark of a supreme ordaining power, that it so greatly tran- 
scends all human faculties in the perceptible signs which it employs. In 
sensibUibus signis transcendit omnem humanam facultatem , {Id. 27). His con- 
demnation of those who rest merely in the outward forms to the exclusion 
of their inward substance, is significant and emphatic. “ To follow the let- 
ter,” he says, “ and to take the signs for the things signified,” i. e. instead 
of the things signified by them, “ is the part of servile weakness.” 17 A 
passage which has been singularly misquoted, as if it meant directly the 
reverse, as if he were censuring those who take the bread and wine of the 
Holy Eucharist to be “ verily and indeed ” the body and blood of Christ, 
whereas he was really censuring those who see in them only the material 
symbols, signa pro rebus in the true Latin sense, signs instead of things i 
in other words, those who hold what we call the Zwinglian theory. That 
this is the true construction of his language is quite evident from the con- 
text. He had been speaking of the unspiritually minded under the Law, and 



M Non modo non contemnere ilia mysteria, sed sola intelligere ut intelligenda 
sunt cogit (De Ordine, Lib. ii : 16). 

u Lite ram sequi, et signa pro rebus, quae iis significantur accipere, servilis infir- 
mitatis est (De Doct. Christ, Lib, iii : 9). 
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was comparing their slavish confinement to the mere outward part of its 
multifarious observances, with the genuine freedom, under the Gospel, of a 
spiritual conception of its fewer, easier, more august, and more chastened 
ordinances. A freedom, as he asserts, which is not incompatible with deep' 
mysteriousness in the sacraments themselves. “One, who does not fully 
understand what the sign signifies, yet knows it to be a sign, is subjected 
to no thraldom.” 18 

What stronger expression could be required of the supernatural character 
of the Holy Mysteries and of the reality of a Divine Presence in them, 
than is given in the following passage from his treatise “ De Ordine ?” He 
is contrasting the weak human authority of Pagan signs and vaticinations 
with the divine authority of the Christian sacraments. “ That may be truly 
called a divine authority,” he says, u which not only surpasses every faculty 
of man in the visible signs which it adopts, but acting man himself,” (i. e . 
assuming the position of man,) “ shows him how far it can lower itself for 
his sake; and bids him not to be limited to the corporeal senses, by which 
those marvellous signs are perceived, but to fly to the intellectual faculty ; 
at once evincing how great things He (the Divine One,) can do, and why 
he does them, and how little it costs him. For it were fit that he should 
declare his power in deeds, his clemency in humility, and his nature in 
pre-reception;” (that is, in giving us an earnest or antepast of himself,) “all 
which are the more secretly and assuredly conveyed in those sacred rites, 
into which we are initiated, and by which the life of good though simple 
and unlettered men, not with subtleties of argumentation, but with the au- 
thority of mysteries, is most easily purified.” 19 

This book De Ordine is one of Augustine’s earlier productions after ad- 
mission to the Priesthood ; but as the passage now cited is not included 
among his retractations, when calmly reviewing the book in his old age, and 
as it is rather strengthened than otherwise by what he there says of his use 
of the word “ senses,” and his independence of the philosophy of Plato, it 
must be regarded as having the full sanction of his matured judgment. 
The remarkable expression that the Divine Author of the sacraments 
teaches us his own nature by giving us a pre- reception of it, and that this 
is imparted and ensured in those sacred mysteries, can only be consistently 
interpreted of that participation of the Divine Nature, by which the believer 
is regenerated in Holy Baptism and becomes a child of God, and of that 
further participation of the double nature of the Incarnate One, which is 
the sovereign gift of grace in the Holy Eucharist. And such “ a pre-recep- 
tion of the Divine Nature” beautifully harmonizes and explains all that 
Augnstine had said, in a higher mystical significance, of the faithful as re- 
ceiving at the Lord’s Table that which they already are themselves by vir- 
tue of their baptism and spiritual incorporation with Christ, partaking, as 
he says, “ their own mystery ” in that one bread and chalice of salvation. 

In his directions for instructing and catechising the ignorant {De Cate - 
chizandis Rudibus , cap xxvi), Augustine enjoins that when any such is to 

18 Qui autem non intelligit quid significat signum, et tamen signum esse intelligit, 
nec ipse premitur servitute (Id). 

19 Ilia ergo auctoritas divina dicenda est, quae non solum in sensibilibus signis 
transcendit omnem humanam facultatem, sed et ipsum hominem agens, ostendit ei 
quousque se propter ipsum depresserit ; et non teneri sensibus, quibus videntur 
ilia miranda, sed ad intellectual jubet evolare ; simul demonstrans et quanta hie 
possit, et cur haec faciat, et quam parvi pendat. Doceat enim oportet et factis 
potestatem suam, et humilitate clementiam, et praeceptione naturam ; quae omnia, 
sacris quibus initiamur secretius firmiusque traduntur, in quibus bonorum vita 
facillime, non disputationum ambagibus, sed mysteriorum auctoritate purgatur(De 
Ordine, Lib. ii : 27). 
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be admitted to the communion, he is to be taught that the consecrated 
elements are “ visible signs of divine things, but that the very things them- 
selves, invisible as they are, must be honoured and revered in them.” 20 “Nei- 
ther is that outward species,” he continues, “ which is sanctified by bene- 
diction, to be regarded in the same light with any ordinary signs or sym- 
bols whatsoever.” 21 

S. Augustine’s works abound in the strongest language to express the 
truth of Christ’s presence in the Holy Sacrament, and the reality of his 
Body and Blood under its outward forms; a spiritual presence, an invisible 
reality of course, but still explicitly revealed, He not unfrequently takes 
pains to explain his meaning, in order to obviate any materialistic concep- 
tion, but full as often leaves the qualification to be supplied. A few exam- 
ples out of a great number of instances may suffice. “ That bread which 
you see upon the altar, sanctified by the word of God is Christ’s body. 
That cup, yea rather what that cup contains, sanctified by the word of 
God, is Christ’s blood.” 22 Again, “ the multitude of the Gentiles filled the 
Church, and received from the Lord’s table no vile banquets,” (alluding to 
the feasts and sacrifices of the heathen worship,) “but a praelibation of the 
flesh and blood of the slain lamb, the very Shepherd himself, that is, Christ.” 28 
His ordinary name for the Holy Sacrament is “the sacrifice of the body 
and blood of Christ ; ” Sacrificium corporis et sanguinis Christy “ the sacri- 
fice of our ransom,” sacrificium prctii nosiri; “ the sacrament or mystery of 
Christ’s offering, which he willed should be the daily sacrifice of his 
Church ; ” cujus rei sacramentum quotidianum esse voluit ecclesiae sacrificium 
{Civ. Dei Lib x : 20). Speaking of the sacrifice of the altar, celebrated in 
memory of the martyrs and at their tombs, he says : “ The body of Christ 
is that very sacrifice, which is not offered to the martyrs, but to God, since 
they are themselves this body alluding again indirectly to the idea of 
Christ’s mystical body before mentioned, on which he loved so much to 
dwell. Ipsum vero sacrificium corpus est Christie quod non offertur ipsis , quia 
hoc sunt et ipsi (De Civ. Dei Lib. xxii : 10). In the beautiful and affecting 
tribute to Monnica, his saintly mother, after mentioning her aversion to 
anything like pomp or display in the performance of her obsequies, he says, 
in his closing prayer for the beloved departed one, “she only wished to be 
remembered at thy altar, upon which she waited without the omission of a 
single day, and from which she knew that Sacred Victim to be dispensed, 
whereby the hand- writing that was against us was blotted out.” 24 

We must not omit an allusion to the often quoted passage in his exposi- 
tion of the 5th verse of the 98th Psalm, the 99th according to our Bibles. 
He is expounding the Vulgate translation of that verse, “ exalt the Lord 
our God, and worship his footstool, for he is holy.” The earth, he says, is 
God’s footstool ; but how can the earth, or anything that is of the earth, 



80 Signacula quidem rerum divinarum esse visibilia, sed res ipsas invisibiles in 
eis honorari. 

31 Nec sic habendum esse illam speciem benedictione sanctificatam, quemadmo* 
dum habetur in usu quolibet (Id.). 

n Panis ille quam videtis in altari, sanctificatus per verbum Dei, corpus est 
Christi. Calix ille, immo quod habet calix, sanctificatum per verbum Dei, sanguis 
est Christi (Ser. ccxxvii). 

** Accepit de mensa Dominica non viles epulas, sed ipsius Pastoris, ipsius occisi 
Christi carnem praelibavit et sanguinem (Ser. ccclxxii). 

94 Sed tantummodo memoriam sui ad altare tuum fieri desideravit, cui nullius 
diei praetermissione servierat ; unde sciret dispensari victimam sanctam, qua dele- 
tum est chirographum, quod erat contrarium nobis (Con, Lib. ix: 13). 



Digitized by LjOOQie 




12 



The Eucharistic Teaching of S. Augustine . 

be worshipped ? His solution of the difficulty is, that “ the flesh, which 
Christ took of the Blessed Virgin, is of the earth ; and that very flesh he 
gave us to eat for our salvation. But no one eats that flesh unless he have 
first worshipped it ; — and not only do we not sin in worshipping it, but we 
sin in not worshipping it .” 36 He takes special care indeed, in this connec- 
tion, to prevent the misconception of a material presence in the Eucharist, 
and, in the conclusion of the whole passage, too long to be quoted now, 
represents the Saviour as saying, “ I have committed to you something 
which is a mystery : spiritually understood, it will give you life. Although 
needful that it should be visibly celebrated, it is yet necessary to be invisi- 
bly understood,” i. e . as effected invisibly . 36 

This passage is the more marked, as Augustine himself, in one of his 
epistles, has defined the meaning of the word “ adoration ” with critical 
exactness; distinguishing it, as a special religious action, from ordinary 
prayers, the Greek and npoeeuxat, as well as from the Latin preca- 
t iones , which he applies to prayers before the act of consecration, and 
orationes , those offered at the time of blessing, hallowing and distributing 
the sacred elements ; and making it identical with the Greek * poaxovyaiq ; 
inward worship in the highest sense, expressed by the accompanying bodily 
act ( Ep . cxlix). 

With such citations from the writings of S. Augustine; and a multitude 
of passages of like import from other of the early Fathers, indicative, not 
only of the reality of Christ's presence in the Holy Sacrament, but of the 
fitting Eucharistic reverence and adoration to be paid thereto, we might 
well be surprised at the assertion, that the worship of our Lord as present 
in the Eucharist is “ emphatically a novelty in theology and may at least 
be spared for the future a re-production and re-assertion of it, after a public 
acknowledgement in print, or what is equivalent to it, that the language in 
question was not weighed with theological accuracy. It was certainly not 
weighed with historical accuracy. Whatever else may be said of the doc- 
trine and practice of Eucharistic worship, it is at least no novelty of this 
age, but pervades all the older liturgies of the Church, as it does the writ- 
ings of the Fathers. 

In a late controversy in another Diocese, the authority of Augustine has 
been appealed to by those opposed to the doctrine of the Real Presence 
and Eucharistic sacrifice, by citing certain passages, in which he calls the 
Holy Supper a sign, a figure, a similitude, a memorial of the one sacrifice 
upon the cross. All which expressions are true, and just as often employed 
by those who think most highly of the sacred mystery. Who doubts that 
it is an outward and visible sign, as the catechism declares ; that the break- 
ing of the bread was expressly adopted as a figure or similitude of the 
breaking of Christ’s body, and the pouring of the wine a resemblance of 
the shedding of his blood, or that the whole was meant as a memorial of 
the august sacrifice ? The most perfect memorial of a sacrifice must surely 
be the flesh and blood of the victim sacrificed. Besides, it will be found 
that in many of the places quoted from Augustine in that controversy, he 
was speaking of the Mosaic sacrifices, which he also calls Sacranunta or 
mysteries, and says, as S. Paul does, that they were figures of the true. In 
another place, which was much insisted on in that controversy, he was not 



** Nemo autem illam carnem manducat nisi prius adoraverit et non solum non 
peccemus adorando sed peccemus non adorando (Enarratio Psalm, xcviii . 9). 

96 Sacramentum aliquod vobis commendavi ; spiritualiter intellectum, vivificabit 
vos. Etsi necesse est illud visibiliter celebrari, oportet tamen invisibil iter intelligi 

<Id.). 
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referring to the Eucharist at all, but to “ the Spirit, the water, and the 
blood.” “ These too,” he says, “ are sacraments or mysteries, in which, not 
what they are in themselves, but what they shadow forth, is always to be 
considered; for they are signs of things, being actually one thing, and 
signifying another.” 27 And so of what he says of the possibility of spirit- 
ual communion, of feeding upon the Living Bread, which came down 
from heaven, in the exercise of faith, without the Eucharist, and to a certain 
extent independently of that means of grace; which no Catholic theologian 
ever denied, and which the church solemnly affirms for our comfort in a 
particular exigency at the hour of death. Surely, if the one side or aspect 
of the truth is to be defended from his writings, the other should be held up 
as well. Those who entertain the higher views of the sacramental mystery, 
most willingly accept the one set of citations from this great Doctor of 
Theology, which are commonly urged against them, whereas those who 
hold the lower views, and virtually evacuate the whole mystery of the sac- 
rament, are obliged to repudiate the other altogether. 

To draw this discussion towards a close, as it is time we should, it will 
be noticed that what may be called S. Augustine’s introductory and prac- 
tical theory of the body of Christ in the Holy Sacrament as being His mys- 
tical body and as furnishing a powerful argument for Christian unity, gives 
special force and meaning to the words of our Lord, which he was com- 
menting on in the passage cited in the 29th Article, and which were taken 
as the text for this present exercise. If the eating of Christ’s flesh and the 
drinking of his blood implies and requires, in addition to the other needed 
qualifications, a union with His members and an adherence to the commun- 
ion of His Church, then is it indeed to abide in Him in the fullest sense. 
For He expressly identifies Himself with the whole body of His people, and 
often speaks as if He and they compose one undivided personality. To 
persecute them is to persecute Him, to succour them is to succour Him, to 
abide in that one body is to abide in Him. There is but a single person- 
sonality in the head and members ; a mystical conception which S. Au- 
gustine explicitly enunciates in this very commentary, {Tract, xxvi.) as it 
also underlies the whole body of his practical divinity upon this subject. 

And yet it is but just to the great African Doctor to remark that he does 
not deny certain benefits from the sacraments even to heretics and schis- 
matics, who are out of the Catholic communion. When he affirms that 
they do not partake the body and blood of Christ, he means in that special 
sense, which he so much insists upon, and in so far as their lack of love 
and sympathy for his true body and its members, is a want of real cleaving 
to the Head. Far from saying that “they are in no wise partakers of Christ,” 
he repeatedly asserts the contrary. He does not even deny to unworthy 
members within the pale of the Catholic Church a participation of Christ 
in the Blessed Sacrament. “ He who receives unworthily the Sacrament 
of the Lord,” he says, “ does not make that to be evil, because he is him- 
self evil, neither, because he does not receive it to salvation, does he there- 
fore receive nothing. For it was none the less the body and blood of the 
Lord to those, to whom the Apostle said, * he that eateth unworthily, eat- 
eth and drinketh condemnation to himself/ ” 28 “ Because they eat un- 

97 Haec sacramenta sunt, in quibus non quid sint, sed quid ostendant semper 
attenditur ; quoniam signa sunt, verum, aliud existentia, aliud significantia (Contra 
Maximin. Lib. ii : 22). 

98 Sic indigne quisque sumens dominicum sacramentum, non efficit ut, quia ipse 
malus est, malum sit.aut quia non ad salutem accipit, nihil acceperit. Corpus enim 
Domini et sanguis Domini nihilominus erat etiam illis, quibus dicebat Apostolus, 
Qui manducat indigne, judicium sibi manducat et bibit (De Baptismo Cont. Dona 
tistas. Lib. v : 9). 
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worthily,” he asks, “do they not therefore eat of it ?” — “ When it is well 
received it is good, and although it may be ill received, it is good still. 
Woe to men ill receiving that good thing.” 29 

On the low sacramentarian construction of the 29th Article, which 
affirms that there is no inward part in connection with the consecrated 
elements, no sacred thing hidden under those outward veils, no special 
presence of the Lord except in the mind of the recipient, the language of 
the Article would be in direct conflict with the real teaching of S. Augus- 
tine. On the higher construction, which is that required by the catechism 
and the Liturgy itself, the conflict may be apparent only and could possibly 
be explained. The way of harmonizing the two would be thus : “ The 
wicked and such as be void of lively faith, and who therefore do not abide 
in Christ, and in whom Christ does not abide, are in no wise partakers of 
Christ to their salvation, but rather to their condemnation do eat and 
drink the sacramental mystery of so great a thing.” We would not like to 
give a forced interpretation to the Article, but as little would we wish to 
have it in suicidal conflict with itself. The construction now suggested 
seems really the only one consistent with the teaching of S. Augustine, 
whose authority it quotes. And it is just what he always says of those who 
wilfully renounce the Christian fellowship, and therefore do not abide in 
Christ. “ Separated from the unity of this body,” he affirms, “ they can 
receive the same sacrament or mystery, but not usefully to themselves, yea 
rather to their hurt, whereby they may be the more severely judged, instead 
of being merely delayed in their release to a later date.” 30 For he was 
combating the error of the restorationists of his day, the advocates of “eter- 
nal hope” for the condemned. 

It will be seen that S. Augustine’s exegesis the more fully carries out the 
idea of a correlative and mutual inhabitation, expressed by our Lord in the 
text in question ; with a due regard also to the essential distinction between 
him and our lowliness referred to in the beginning of this essay ; at once 
preserving the resemblance and the antithesis ; Christ literally entenng into 
and abiding in us by a communication of Himself in the sacred mysteries, 
and ourselves as literally entering into and abiding in Him by full com- 
munion with that mystical fraternity of which He is the head. 



29 Quia manducant indigne, non manducant? — Bene accipiatur, et bonum est ; 
etsi male accipiatur, bonum est. Vae hominibus bonum male accipientibus (Ser. 
cclxvi : 7). 

80 Ab hujus unitate corporis separati, possunt idem percipere sacramentum, sed 
non sibi utile, imo vero noxium, quo judicentur gravius, quam vel tardius liberen- 
tur (De Civ. Dei. xxi : 25). 
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